The growing prevalence of the automobile after the 1920s extended that influence and power by bringing more tourists to Vermont for day and weekend trips, and they increasingly expected views from the roadside that conformed to their notions of a pristine or "unspoiled" rural landscape rather than the nitty-gritty of working farms and villages. State government accommodated them by promoting highway beautification and regulating roadside billboards, and they actively advertised the appeals of the Vermont countryside in terms of such icons as the pristine village green and church steeple or a new posterboy for rural life, the covered bridge.
The automobile also made year-round tourism more feasible, so the rural landscape took on a multi-seasonal cast that extended from maple sugaring in the spring, to apple harvests and bright foliage in the fall, and winter sports, especially skiing. Harrison ends his study with a chapter on the rise of skiing in Vermont, which exacerbated many of the tensions and contradictions of his earlier story. The appeal of skiing owed little to Vermont's rural identity, and this led to a series of conflicts and regulatory battles against expansive ski villages and capital intensive snow-grooming and snow-producing equipment that marked the landscape in new and environmentally disruptive ways.
Harrison's well-researched and well-written study has much to recommend it. A few of his themes and findings extend and amplify earlier studies of rural tourism in New England as well as other areas, but the particular claim that Vermont has on rural identity in American culture makes this an important work to consult. John Channing Briggs approaches Lincoln's oft-studied speeches with an English professor's eye, linking them together as a continuous body of work, rather than as separate windows into other social, political, and cultural issues of the Civil War era. For Channing, Lincoln is more than an important American political figure; he is a rhetorician and intellectual of the first order. "His thought was often intricate, layered, [and] controversial," Briggs writes, and "anyone who reads the primary record [of his speeches] in sequence runs into his paradoxical complexity" (5).
Accordingly, Channing provides a very close, meticulous reading of Lincoln's speeches, from his Lyceum Address in 1837 (the first major public speech of his career) to his Second Inaugural Address, delivered just one month before his assassination in 1865. Channing found that Lincoln created "oratorical forms of great simplicity and death" (6), combining political and religious symbolism that was approachable and familiar to common Americans with a sophisticated and subtle dialogue concerning the most fundamental values of American life: moral decisionmaking in a majoritarian democracy, the threat of tyranny in American politics, the proper role of reform groups, the need for a "political religion" that elevates law and order above all, and the need for charity and compassion towards the Confederate enemy.
The sine qua non of all these efforts was, according to Channing, the institution of slavery. Unlike many other Lincoln scholars who see Lincoln coming to the subject of human bondage rather late in his career, Channing sees even his earliest speeches as efforts at grappling with the problems posed by human bondage. "For Lincoln, of course, the problem of perpetuating self-government was connected, from the earliest stages of his career, with the anomaly of slavery's presence in a self-governing republic," Channing argues, "In all his speeches, early and late, these issues blended into one another" (2).
The analyses provided by Channing in Lincoln's Speeches Reconsidered often provide fascinating nuggets of insight and reveal familiar Lincoln speeches in a new light. His examination of Lincoln's eulogy on the death of Henry Clay in 1852, for example, shows that Lincoln's take on Clay's career was quite unlike those of other Americans who memorialized the Great Compromiser. While others focused on Clay's efforts to effect sectional compromises, Lincoln attempted the "daring innovation" of arguing that "Clay's opposition to slavery was long-standing, principled, and at the heart of his legacy" (115). This is a fascinating and largely unique take on Lincoln's eulogy of Clay, and one that is admirably sensitive to the speech's larger historical context.
But there are drawbacks to Briggs's overall approach. At times he makes tenuous connections between Lincoln's speeches and other major American texts like The Federalist Papers, or speeches by Daniel Webster and John C. Calhoun. Moreover, he seems at times to have failed to adequately consult the burgeoning historiography on Lincoln's speeches, giving his arguments a somewhat exaggerated suggestion of originality. At one point, for example, Briggs argues that Lincoln's prewar speeches "remain in relative obscurity." But there is in fact a very rich literature on Lincoln's Lyceum Address alone, not to mention works by Harold Holzer, Richard White, Allen Guelzo, Douglas Wilson, and others that offer the same sort of deep, close reading of Lincoln's speeches that is so highly valued by Briggs.
Nevertheless, Lincoln's Speeches Reconsidered is a valuable intellectual history of Lincoln's speeches and developing thought on the issues of democracy, slavery, and self-government. Briggs takes Lincoln seriously as an American thinker and is highly sensitive to context in doing so. As such, his book offers an important contribution to the literature on the nation's sixteenth president. This study of the impact of American mass culture on the rest of the world examines the "mobilization of cultural and ideological resources on a scale unimaginable in a preindustrial society," which lacked mass transportation and communication facilities (4). The authors note that the tensions between the powerful and seemingly powerless inhibit the ability of rulers to maintain cultural hegemony. People of all races, classes, genders, and value systems select those aspects of mass culture that appeal to them and, conversely, reject those they found less attractive. Thus analyses of mass culture need to take the audience response to a particular product into account, a process which was and is informed by the recipients' own culture.
The authors observe that the period from the end of the Civil War to the end of World War I was the time when the United States first existed as a unified nation, its regions brought together by the first transcontinental railway and the speed of communication made possible by railways, telegraphy, and telephones. The study ends with radio, quickly commercialized in the United States as background music (Muzak), which the authors believe is a fitting metaphor for the pervasiveness of American mass culture, if not its banality.
The study begins with an examination of the ante-bellum origins of mass culture in Phineas T. Barnum's American Museum shows. Variety shows attracted large audiences after the Civil War. In emulation of the new industrial giants, the Theatrical Syndicate of the 1890s owned over 500 theaters across the nation and ensured a mass market across
